Immunological study of the association between hepatocyte damage and HBc antigen.
To identify the target antigen during hepatocyte damage in hepatitis type B virus (HBV) infections, the expression of HBc and HBs antigens, and beta 2-microglobulin (BMG) were studied in liver tissue. Serial changes of serum DNA-polymerase (DNA-P) activity and HBV DNA were also measured. After the onset of acute hepatitis, HBs antigen in liver tissues was observed from many patients; but HBc antigen was rarely detected. In liver tissues of patients with chronic hepatitis, HBs antigen was consistently positive, irrespective of the changes in sGPT. On the other hand, HBc antigen was frequently positive both preceding and during the culmination period for sGPT. The distribution of HBc antigen in the hepatocyte was mostly cytoplasmic. During the same period the serum DNA-P and HBV DNA were frequently positive. Immunoelectron microscopy showed that reaction products with HBc antigen existed in the cytoplasm and the cell membrane. These results indicate that HBc antigens become the target, when HBV infected hepatocytes are eliminated.